NEWS ARCHIVE – NOVEMBER 2003


President Bush Signs Defense Authorization Act
 Calling it a landmark piece of legislation that sends the clear message that "Americans stand with the United States military," President George W. Bush signed the fiscal 2004 National Defense Authorization Act in a Pentagon ceremony here Nov. 24.  Click here to read this outstanding news from the Air Force Link.
 
New Tax Relief Act Aids Service Members, Families
Legislation signed by President Bush on Veterans Day increases the death gratuity payment to $12,000 and provides that the full payment is tax-free.  Please click here to read the Defense Link article.


Program offers business opportunities to Vets
The Veterans Affairs loan program, long known for helping veterans get their own home, is now helping them obtain their own business. Check out the Air Force link article by clicking here.
To learn more about franchise opportunities, visit the VA's Center for Veterans Enterprise Web site at www.vetbiz.gov


Airmen on Okinawa to see increase in COLA
Effective November 2003, airmen on Okinawa will see a 2 point increase in their cost of living allowance, better known as COLA.  For additional information, contact your Accounting and Finance office.


Subsidy will lower child care rates
A new Air Force Services family member program initiative will change how some family child-care rates are set.  For information, please visit the following link:
http://www.af.mil/stories/story.asp?storyID=123005961


Retiree COLA Set at 2.1 Percent
Payments to military retirees will include a 2.1 percent cost of living allowance increase based on figures announced by the Bureau of Labor Statistics. The COLA also affects federal retired pay, VA disability compensation, SBP survivor annuities and Social Security. The COLA for these programs will be effective December 1st, and will be reflected in checks issues on January 2, 2004. For more information, see http://www.afpc.randolph.af.mil/afretire/COLA_Increase.htm, and for complete information on military pay and benefits, see http://www.military.com/Resources/ResourcesContent/0,13964,30821,00.html 


Air Recruiting and Retention Outlook is Outstanding!
Despite predictions to the contrary, Americans are continuing to volunteer for the military, and those already in are re-enlisting at a vigorous rate.  Check out the corresponding article from the AF Link by clicking on the following web site:
http://www.af.mil/stories/story.asp?storyID=123005513

As a matter of fact, things are looking so good that the Air Force plans to boost retirements and separations by 30 percent in the coming fiscal year, bidding farewell to 13,000 airmen in an attempt to get its manpower level under congressionally mandated caps.  Check out the following link to read an article from the AF Times regarding this controversial proposal:
http://ebird.dtic.mil/Sep2003/s20030902213038.html


COMPACAF has specified 1 Oct 03 as the implementation date for all members at PACAF bases to obtain a myPay account.
Click here to view General Begerts policy letter.  Additionally, you can go to the myPay web site by clicking here.

VA Broadens Benefits for Partial Loss of Breast 
The Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) is broadening its coverage of special monthly compensation for women who suffer loss of breast tissue related to their military service. The new regulation replaces a policy that limited the special compensation to women veterans losing one or both breasts. The new rule liberalizes the benefit to cover those losing 25 percent or more tissue from a single breast or from both breasts in combination. It includes loss by mastectomy or partial mastectomy, or following radiation treatment. For more information, see http://www.appc1.va.gov/opa/pressrel/PressArtInternet.cfm?id=687


Military Appreciation Days for Servicemembers
The Myrtle Beach Area Military Appreciation Days Promotion is taking place from September to December 2003. Servicemembers receive special discounts on attractions, lodging, dining and golf. Military personnel can stop by one of three Myrtle Beach Area Chamber of Commerce Visitor Centers and pick up a brochure and a packet of discount information that they can utilize while they are in town. This is exclusively for military personnel, which includes active duty, Guard, Reserve, and retirees. For more information, go to http://tracking.military.com/cgi-bin/outlog.cgi?url=http://www.myrtlebeachinfo.com/military


Free Theme Park Tickets for Troops, Families 
Stars and Stripes reports that Anheuser-Busch is offering free tickets until Nov. 11 to six of its theme parks for military forces and up to four immediate family members. Tickets will be good at Busch Gardens in Tampa, Fla., and Williamsburg, Va.; SeaWorld in Orlando, Fla., San Antonioand San Diego; and Sesame Place in Langhorne, Pa. Members eligible for the “Operation Salute” tickets include all active-duty forces, ready and standby reservists, U.S. Coast Guardsmen, National Guardsmen, and even coalition forces serving with U.S. troops in Operation Iraqi Freedom and foreign military personnel serving with U.S. units. Application forms are available at stateside Morale, Welfare and Recreation offices, and the completed forms are redeemable at park ticket windows. For more details, see 
http://www.anheuser-busch.com/news/operationsalute.htm


Air Force leaders released the fitness-scoring charts that will be used beginning 1 January 2004.
“The amount of energy we devote to our fitness programs is not consistent with the growing demands of our warrior culture. It's time to change that,” said Air Force Chief of Staff Gen. John P. Jumper in a Sight Picture released in July, explaining the rationale behind the change.  Officials said the fitness score will include four components: crunches, push-ups, an abdominal circumference measurement and the 1.5-mile timed run. People who are not medically cleared to run will continue to take the bike test. The component scores are then added to get a composite fitness score and determine if the person falls into the excellent, good, marginal or poor category. The charts are available online at www.af.mil/news/USAF_Fitness_Charts.pdf.   Fitness categories will determine how often a person must retest. For instance, a composite score of 70 to 74.9 places the person in the marginally fit category. This designation requires retesting at six-month intervals. A score of less than 70 places a person in the poorly fit category. That score requires a retest every three months. People at the marginal and poor levels also will participate in educational programs.  Air Force leaders encourage commanders to recognize people who attain an excellent fitness level or make substantial improvement.  “The focus of the new fitness program is not the assessment. The program is about integrating fitness into our culture, and our members adopting fitness as a way of life,” said Maj. Lisa Schmidt, the Air Force Surgeon General chief of health promotion operations.  Officials are finalizing the instruction related to the program and plan to publish it by January. It will address unit physical training, testing procedures and programs to facilitate improvement, they said.  The Air Force has established an e-mail account for comments at 
fitness.program@pentagon.af.mil. Officials emphasized that the Air Force fitness program will be reviewed annually for continuous improvement.


Air Force announces Thrift Savings Plan Open Season 
Civilian and military employees can sign up for, or change, their Thrift Savings Plan contribution amounts during the "open season" Oct. 15 - Dec. 31. "TSP is an easy, long-term retirement savings plan, that everyone should consider," said Senior Master Sgt. Felipe Ortiz, superintendent of the contact center here. "Current account holders might be interested, too, in transferring money from one fund to another -- the TSP folks are set up to handle that.  "Either way it's a great supplement to military and civilian retirement plans," said Sergeant Ortiz. "It's important to note that TSP is not limited to investing in stocks. People can choose safer government securities as well."   This open season applies only to regular TSP contributions. It does not include TSP catch-up contributions, as they are not tied to open seasons, said Janet Thomas of AFPC's civilian benefits and entitlements service team.  TSP offers investors the chance for lower taxes each year they contribute while not having to pay taxes on earnings until they reach retirement.  "Eligible employees can take out loans and make in-service withdrawals from their TSP accounts," said Ms. Thomas. "And you can keep your account, even if you leave military or federal service."  Investment money is deposited directly from each paycheck "so you never have to think about it," said Sergeant Ortiz. "That makes it easy to 'pay yourself first' while only investing what you deem appropriate."  The five TSP funds are: the Government Securities Investment (G) Fund; the Common Stock Index Investment (C) Fund; the Fixed Income Index Investment (F) Fund; the Small Capitalization Stock Index Investment (S) Fund; and the International Stock Index Investment (I) Fund.   "As with any individual retirement account, the sooner you begin contributing, the better," said Ms. Thomas.  Contribution elections/changes made between Oct. 15 and Dec. 13 will take effect Dec. 14, for both military and civilian personnel. Changes made after Dec. 14 will become effective at the beginning of the pay period following the pay period in which the election is made for civilians and the following month for military.  Some of the specifics of the program include: 
Military
-- Military members can continue to contribute up to eight percent of their base pay through November. Beginning Dec. 1, members may increase their contribution to nine percent as long as the annual total of tax-deferred investment doesn't exceed $12,000 for 2003. Airmen also have the ability to invest all or part of their bonuses or special pay.
-- Those serving in tax-free combat zones are allowed up to $40,000 in annual contributions.
-- Military members can enroll through the Defense Finance and Accounting Service web site at http://www.dfas.mil/emss/. They can also enroll by filling out a form TSP-U-1 at local military personnel flights, finance offices and family support centers.
-- Contribution allocations (how an employee chooses to invest money among the five funds) can be made by calling the TSP automated ThriftLine at (504) 255-8777 or on the TSP web site at http://www.tsp.gov/. For general TSP questions, call the AFPC Contact Center at DSN 665-5000 or (866) 229-7074.
-- Specific TSP information is available for Air Force military personnel at http://www.afpc.randolph.af.mil/mpf/TSP/thrift_savings_plan.htm. 
Civilian
Contribution limits are based on which retirement system an employee has. For the current open season, the following contribution rates apply:
-- Federal Employees' Retirement System employees may contribute up to 14 percent of basic pay each pay period. Once eligible, the government provides matching funds of up to four percent as well as an automatic one percent each pay period, whether the employee contributes or not, making the government's contribution five percent.
-- Employees covered by the Civil Service Retirement System may contribute up to nine percent of basic pay, but do not receive any matching contributions or the automatic one percent.
-- The percentage FERS and CSRS employees may contribute will increase by one point each year through 2004, when they will be restricted only by the Internal Revenue Code's annual limit, $12,000 in 2003 and $13,000 in 2004, said Ms. Thomas.
-- Specific information is available for civilian employees from the Thrift Savings web site at 
http://www.tsp.gov/ or the BEST homepage at http://www.afpc.randolph.af.mil/dpc/BEST/menu.htm.
-- All Air Force civilian employees will make their TSP contribution elections or changes through the BEST automated phone system at (800) 997-2378, or commercial 527-2378 in San Antonio or the Employee Benefits Information System web application at www.afpc.randolph.af.mil/dpc/BEST_GRB/EBIS.htm. Hearing impaired employees may contact BEST by calling TDD (800) 382-0893 or commercial 565-2276. Overseas employees enter the AT&T Direct Access Number for the country they are calling from and then enter 1-800-997-2378. AT&T access instructions can be obtained from http://www.att.com/business_traveler/guides_and_access/dialing_instr.html#outside. Counselors are available weekdays from 7 a.m. - 6 p.m. Central Time.
-- Contribution allocations (how an employee chooses to invest their money among the five funds) are made by calling the TSP automated ThriftLine at (504) 255-8777 or on the TSP web site at http://www.tsp.gov/. 
More information about the Thrift Savings Plan can be found in the booklet "Summary of the Thrift Savings Plan" on the TSP home page under civilian or uniformed services TSP Forms and Publications.
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